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The Quilts of Gee’s Bend to Arrive at 
The Cleveland Museum of Art 


“*...some of the most miraculous works of modern art America has produced.” 
— Michael Kimmelman, The New York Times, 2002 


CLEVELAND (March 26, 2004) — The Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) features The Quilts of Gee’s 
Bend, an extraordinary exhibition celebrating the artistic legacy of 20" century hand-stitched quilts 
created by several generations of women from Gee’s Bend, a small, isolated, African-American 
community in southwestern Alabama. The exhibition will be on view June 27 through Sept. 12, 2004. 

Admission is $8 for adults; $7 for seniors and college students; $5 for groups of 15 or more; $4 
for students ages 6 to 18; free to visitors the first Wednesday of each month between 5 and 9 p.m. and for 
CMA members and children five and under at all times. The audio tour price is $5 adults, free to members 
and children. Advance reservations are recommended and are available by calling (216) 421-7350 or 1- 
888-CMA-0033 or buying online at www.ClevelandArt.org. 

CMA Curator of Textiles and Islamic Art Louise W. Mackie said, “The quilts are knockouts, 
beautiful and unlike traditional quilts. Furthermore, they are personalized with insightful quotes from the 
African-American quilt artists.” 

The exhibition features 65 quilts dating from the 1930s to 2000 arranged in 10 thematic sections; 
Annie Mae Young, Work Clothes, Vote, Housetop, Loretta Pettway, My Way, Family (Connections), 
Patterns, Triangles and Corduroy. The Quilts of Gee’s Bend, a 20-minute video by the Tinwood Alliance 
will be shown continuously in the exhibition and includes interviews with many quilters. 

The quilts represent four generations of artists who recycled fabrics from their everyday lives— 
denim, cotton sheets, well-worn clothing and corduroy—and fashioned them into compositions more 
resembling modern abstract paintings than familiar quilt patterns. These quilts were created out of the 
necessity to the keep families warm rather than a conscious attempt to create art. Mothers and 
grandmothers passed down their indigenous style of quilting with large geometric patterns, which placed 
special emphasis on individuality and innovation. Most of the quilts in the exhibition are of the type called 
piece, strip, or patchwork. The quilter’s brilliant use of line and vibrant color schemes demonstrate their 


talent for 


(more) 
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structure and design. These abstract compositions differ widely from the ordered regularity associated 


with traditional quilts. 

The quilts in the exhibition are drawn from the collection of Tinwood Alliance, a non-profit 
foundation for the support of African-American vernacular art, founded by William Arnett. Arnett 
uncovered this unique legacy of Southern Alabama’s cultural heritage in 1997; many of the quilts had 
been stored under mattresses and in closets and cupboards for many years. Arnett first traveled to the area 
in search of Annie Mae Young, after seeing her picture and quilt in a magazine. Young’s quilt 
pointed him to Gee’s Bend, a community of about 750 residents isolated on a curving peninsula of land on 
the Alabama River. Gee’s Bend was named after Joseph Gee, the first white man to stake a claim there in 
the early 1800s. The Gee family sold the plantation to Mark Pettway in 1845; most of the current residents 
are descendants of slaves on the former Pettway plantation and many use the Pettway name. Today, 
lacking ferry service, Benders, as residents call themselves, are an hour’s drive from the county seat of 
Camden, the closest source of supplies, schools and medical services. Geographically isolated, the women 
in the community have traditionally created quilts from whatever materials were available in patterns of 
their own imaginative design. 

Historically an agricultural community, the women of Gee’s Bend plowed in the fields along side 
men, cooked, kept house and reared large families. Their forebears continued to work the land as tenant 
farmers after emancipation and many eventually bought the farms through programs of the New Deal 
beginning in the 1940s. Electricity, water and telephone followed with the 1960s and 70s. 

Gee’s Bend became known, briefly, for its quilts during the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s 
when Francis X. Walter, an Episcopal priest discovered the quilts. He set up the Freedom Quilting Bee, a 
quilt-making cooperation of the women of Gee’s Bend. Their quilts began to appear in such department 
stores as Bloomingdales, Saks Fifth Avenue and Sears, bringing widespread recognition. Eventually, the 
need to reproduce identical quilts did not work well with their individualistic style. Today, only a few of 
the women are continuing the quilting practice in Gee’s Bend. 

Other venues include: The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (Sept. 8 — Nov. 10, 2002); Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York City (Nov. 21, 2002 — March 2, 2003); Mobile Museum of Art (June 
14 — Aug. 31, 2003); Milwaukee Art Museum (Sept. 27, 2003 — Jan. 4, 2004); The Corcoran Gallery of 
Art (Feb. 14 — May 17, 2004); Chrysler Museum of Art (Oct. 15, 2004 — Jan. 2, 2005); Memphis Brooks 
Museum of Art (Feb. 13 — May 8, 2005); Boston Museum of Fine Arts (June — Aug. 2005); High Museum 
of Art (Fall/Winter 2005). 

The Quilts of Gee’s Bend has been organized by the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston and 
Tinwood Alliance, Atlanta. The Cleveland showing is sponsored by Jo-Ann Stores. Additional 
sponsorship has been provided by Husqvarna Viking and White Sewing Machines. Promotional support 
provided by The Plain Dealer and WZAK. The Cleveland Museum of Art receives operating support from 


the Ohio Arts Council and the Institute of Museum and Library Services. 
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In conjunction with The Quilts of Gee’s Bend, the Textile Art Alliance, an affiliate group of the 
Cleveland Museum of Art, will host Focus Fiber 2004, Aug. 1 to Sept. 10, 2004. This regional juried 
exhibition of works by textile artists will be held at the Artists Archives of the Western Reserve. 
Admission to this exhibition is free. 

Complementary Photography Exhibition 

The complementary photography exhibition Memory Quilt: Photographs of Gee’s Bend by 
Arthur Rothstein and Marion Post Wolcott, will be on view June 27 to Sept. 12, 2004. This exhibition 
will be located in the lower education level and will feature 34 archival photogrphs documenting the Gee’s 
Bend community during the economic transition that helped fuel the proceeding period of productive and 
creative quilt-making. These photographs were made in Gee’s Bend for the Farm Security Administration 
(FSA) by documentary photographers Arthur Rothstein and Marion Post Wolcott. They document the 
daily hardships of African American tenant farmers. As a result, Gee’s Bend received public awareness 
and congressional support to grant low interest loans to close to 100 families. 

Memory Quilt: Photographs of Gee’s Bend by Arthur Rothstein and Marion Post Wolcott 
was organized by the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. The Cleveland Museum of Art receives 
operating support from the Ohio Arts Council and the Institute of Museum and Library Services. 

The Cleveland Museum of Art is one of America’s leading comprehensive museums. Its 
permanent collection is world renowned for its quality and breadth, spanning 6,000 years. The Museum is 
a significant international forum for exhibitions, scholarship and art acquisitions. For more information on 
the Museum, its holdings, programs, services and events, call 1-888-CMA-0033 or visit 


www.ClevelandArt.org. 
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